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Synopsis: After returning from Paris to London in 1837, William
Makepeace Thackeray seriously started his literary career, and wrote a
handful of fictions set in Paris or based on French sources as well as
reviews and essays on French art and literature in the following years.
My aim in this paper is to read some of his short tales written in this
period against the background of his Paris experience and argue that
they, however varying in subject and form, tend to show a common ten-
dency. While the tales are inhabited by a variety of suspicious charac-
ters, from rogues, swindlers, and gamblers to dandies and obscure art-
ists, these characters seem to represent in different ways the fate of an
artist in the austere condition of post-revolutionary Paris. I thus aim to
evaluate Thackeray’s early Paris tales in the context of his lifelong con-
cern with literary bohemianism.
1. Introduction
After he returned from Paris to settle in London with his newly-
wed wife in 1837, William Makepeace Thackeray (1811-63) did not
abandon his connection with the French capital. He kept on visiting
Paris time and again and, after his mother moved to join her husband
there, came to regard Paris as his second home. It was exactly around
that time that he began to write fictions constantly for several maga-
zines. If we exclude “Elizabeth Brownrigge” (1832), which I do not sup-
pose could have been written by
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him, Thackeray’s literary career really
started with “The Professor” (1837) and The Memoirs of Mr. Charles J.
Yellowplush [The Yellowplush Papers] (1837-40), and produced more
than a dozen short and long fictions in the following years. Naturally,
his early fictions that came about in the late 1830s were often set in
France or based on French sources. For example, The Yellowplush Pa-
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pers, which begins as an autobiographic tale of a servant in London,
soon shifts its stage to the French capital where its main events take
place. After the temporary completion of the Yellowplush narrative se-
ries in 1838―though it was supplemented by a final chapter in 1840―
Thackeray wrote a short tale based on Charles Nodier (“The Story of
Mary Ancel”) and another set in Paris (“The Painter’s Bargain”), both
published in the same year. From 1838 to 1839, he took on three novel-
las set in British India (The Tremendous Adventures of Major Gahagan,
1838-39), contemporary England (Stubbs’s Calendar; or, the Fatal Boots,
1839), and Augustan London (Catherine, 1839-40) respectively, but his
short tales published in the intervals―“Cartouche” and “Little Poinsi-
net,” each based on the memoirs of a notorious criminal in eighteenth-
century France―reveal the extent to which the writer was still at-
tracted to French themes. By 1840, he had produced a handful of
French tales as well as reviews on French culture and essays on his
Paris experience, which, along with other original tales and essays in
addition, found their way into The Paris Sketch Book (1840).
Not surprisingly, subject and form vary in these writings with
French themes. His nonfictional works include sketches of personal ex-
perience, articles on political affairs, surveys of high and low art, criti-
cisms of fiction and drama, and imitations of poems, while his fictional
works range from historical tales to thinly disguised personal memoirs.
Despite his apparently arbitrary selection of themes and forms, he
seems to have given attention to the grand design of The Paris Sketch
Book when he selected some of his writings for it. In that single volume,
he put two travel sketches, two political meditations, six cultural criti-
cisms―on painting, on caricatures, on novels, on dramas, on a writer,
and on a murder―as well as three historical tales, three personal epi-
sodes, two moral fables, and four poetical parodies. In total, the book
presents the devastated Paris after the revolutions and wars from which
the new generation of artists and writers were emerging. The Paris
evoked here is no more the Paris of philosophes and rococo art than it is
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the Paris of Renoirs and Proust; it is the Paris of Hugo and Balzac, Vi-
docq and Lacenaire―the Paris we know through Marcel Carné’s Les en-
fants du Paradis (1944). The cohabitation of criminals and artists and
perhaps those who were both characterizes the city, and in this curious
combination of noble and base arts we might see the home not only of
French romantic literature but also of Thackeray’s art that owes much
to it. My aim in the following is to read this particular condition of
Thackeray’s art in his early tales related to the French themes in the
backdrop of post-revolutionary Paris.
2. Rogues as Artists
As Lidmila Pantüćková has fully explored, Thackeray was an exten-
sive reader of French literature, old and new, and owed some of his
tales in The Paris Sketch Book to French originals. According to Pantüć­
ková and some sources she cites, and as Thackeray himself admits in
some cases, “The Story of Mary Ancel,” a sort of love story set in a time
of terror, is based on Charles
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Nodier; “Cartouche,” a short chronicle of a
famous highwayman in the early eighteenth century, is based on J.
Peuchet’s Mémoires tirés des Archives de la Police de Paris pour servir à
l’histoire de la morale et de la Police depuis Louis XIV jusqu’à nos jours
(Paris, 1838); and “Little Poinsinet,” a comic tale about a simple man
repeatedly exposed to practical jokes, is based on Supplément au Roman
comique ou Mémoires pour servir à la vie de Jean Monnet (London and
Paris, 1772). One may add here “The Case of Peytel,” an analysis of a
murder trial, which is based on a real case and Balzac’s reaction to it
(Pantüćková 60, 69, and 106). While these three tales and one essay
treat different periods ranging from the early, mid, and late eighteenth
century to the recent past of 1838, they all tend to focus on the common
theme of cheating and villainy. “Cartouche” is a typical variation of the
traditional rogue narrative and features the wiles and crimes of the vi-
cious protagonist while “Little Poinsinet” is a subversion of it, focusing
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on a victim of cheating and hoax. “The Story of Mary Ancel” is a mix-
ture of both the types, not only presenting the suffering of the protago-
nist and his love but also featuring the villain who attempts to play
tricks on the two lovers. “The Case of Peytel” is a real-life version of the
mixed pattern, and yet open to interpretations; the jury condemned
Peytel for murder and the Thackerayan narrator disagrees, so there is
no definite conclusion as to which of Peytel and Ray is really honest and
which is really wicked. Differing in tone and emphasis, these four cases
attest to Thackeray’s consistent interest in the precarious conditions of
French society in which rogues, cheaters, and criminals are waiting for
their dupes to appear.
Thackeray’s concern with the malicious elements of society is, how-
ever, given a peculiar twist; his rogues and criminals are more or less
associated with artists. This is most evidently seen in “Cartouche.”
Thackeray begins this short biography of the notorious criminal by
evoking the times in which he was born; the generation to which the
protagonist (born in 1693) belongs was a golden generation who would
create the Augustan culture.
Think of the talent that our two countries produced about this time:
Marlborough, Villars, Mandrin, Turpin, Boileau, Dryden, Swift, Ad-
dison, Molière, Racine, Jack Sheppard, and Louis Cartouche，―all
famous within the same twenty years, and fighting, writing, rob-
bing à l’envi!
Well, Marlborough was no chicken when he began to show
his genius; Swift was but a dull, idle, college lad; but if we read the
histories of some other great men mentioned in the above list―I
mean the thieves, especially―we shall find that they all commenced
very early: they showed a passion for their art, as little Raphael
did, or little Mozart; and the history of Cartouche’s knaveries be-




The list of great figures he conjures here―actually ranging from the
generation of 1622 to that of 1725―is strange and yet peculiarly sug-
gestive of eighteenth-century taste. The first two names indicate the
English and French generals during the War of Spanish Succession; the
six names from Boileau to Racine are of course men of letters in classi-
cist France and Augustan England; and Mandrin, Turpin, and Jack
Sheppard are famous highwaymen in France and England around the
turn of the seventeenth century. The author’s parallelism of the three
businesses―fighting, writing, and robbing―is barely appropriate when
one considers that thieves as well as generals often became heroes in
popular literature and
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theatre, but placing Raphael, Mozart, and the
precocious thieves in equal terms seems to go too far; at least, the
painter and the composer proved beneficial to mankind while the
thieves consumed their profits for themselves. The author’s use of such
words as talent, genius, and art for the three professions is no less pro-
vocative, though the comparison of crimes to an art form had been al-
ready established by Thomas de Quincey’s highly rhetorical essay “On
Murder Considered as One of the Fine Arts” (1827).
The main narrative of “Cartouche” that follows is basically a chron-
icle of the protagonist’s criminal achievements and failures―how the
born robber wielded his outstanding wit and art to achieve unjust prof-
its, sometimes with success and other times in failure. For the narrator
who believes in genius, the young Cartouche’s blunders and subsequent
predicaments are something to be regretted and pitied. After a succes-
sion of misdemeanors at school, Cartouche finds himself unwelcome at
home and sets out on a journey to see the wider world. The narrator
takes pity on his undeserved misfortune: “Undoubted as his genius was,
he had not arrived at the full exercise of it, and his gains were by no
means equal to his appetite” (OT 2, 81). He “joined the gipsies” at one
time, and “picked pockets on the Pont Neuf” at another, and yet he
could not fill his belly: “Hungry and ragged, he wandered from one place
and profession to another” (OT 2, 81). One day, he is met by his uncle
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on the street as he was “a very miserable, dirty, starving lad, who had
just made a pounce upon some bones and turnip-peelings, that had been
flung out on the quay, and was eating them as greedily as if they had
been turkeys and truffles” (OT 2, 81). The uncle takes him home and
brings about a settlement between the prodigal son and his parents. He
also introduces his nephew into “a very select and agreeable society, in
which Cartouche’s merit began speedily to be recognized” (OT 2, 82), but
what Cartouche learned from this experience is the joy of friendship and
the division of labour. He soon applies these lessons to his vocation: “M.
Cartouche, in fact, formed part of a regular company or gang of gentle-
men, who were associated together for the purpose of making war on
the public and the law” (OT 2, 82).
The rest of the narrative is devoted to the record of the mature Car-
touche’s antisocial businesses to which he is compelled after he quits
home following his failed attempt to rob his would-be brother-in-law.
The motivation that supports his lonely struggle is described as follows:
With that coat and wig, Cartouche left home, father, friends, con-
science, remorse, society, behind him. He discovered (like a great
number of other philosophers and poets, when they have committed
rascally actions) that the world was all going wrong, and he quar-
relled with it outright. (OT 2, 85)
He thus sees his adverse circumstances in a heroic light and compares
himself to a romantic
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rebel. The parenthesized comment is particularly
suggestive. Like thieves, some, if not all, philosophers and poets tend to
stand in opposition to the world because they would choose a vantage
point in society from which to view and question the accepted notions
and values. For the narrator to call the unconventional behaviour of
such intellectuals “rascally” might be construed as a derogatory gesture,
unless he literally means that philosophers and poets have assumed
their transcendent views to justify their youthful follies, but even then
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from the worldly viewpoint their willful departure from the common
sense is no more discreet than the outlaw’s misconducts. On this point,
the robber could be a useful metaphor for a genius in art and science,
and Cartouche, whose history followed so far looks very much like the
history of an artist’s progress from precocity through destitution to
awakening, is no exception.
3. Gamblers as Artists
One characteristic of Thackeray’s treatment of Cartouche’s life his-
tory is his preoccupation with the robber’s smart conduct in the battles
of wit rather than his physical offenses on the road. Thackeray’s Cartou-
che is not so much a highwayman as a swindler, and so are many other
characters who inhabit Thackeray’s French tales: the hypocrite
Schneider in “The Story of Mary Ancel” deceives the protagonist to steal
his fiancee; most characters in “Little Poinsinet” are practical jokers and
take pleasure in making fun of their poor dupe for nothing; and even
Peytel in “The Case of Peytel” was―according to Balzac and Thackeray,
mistakenly―supposed to be a deceitful murderer who tactfully played
the role of an innocent caught up in a crime. The final episode of “Car-
touche” is a typical battle of wit in which the robber sets his eye on a
rich widow with a title and arrogates the title of count to himself to ap-
proach her; owing to this design he wins her favour and is about to set-
tle their engagement when the fake marquess’s cheating purpose is dis-
covered and the robber manages a narrow escape. Indeed, Thackeray’s
Paris is full of cheating and swindling so that one has to use every cau-
tion to escape being duped.
“A Caution to Travellers,” placed as the second piece in The Paris
Sketch Book, is literary a caution to the travellers across the channel
against such dangers and snares that await them on the continent:
“first, with regard to the city of Paris,” warns the narrator, “it is to be
remarked, that in that metropolis flourish a greater number of native
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and exotic swindlers than are to be found in any other European nurs-
ery” (OT 2, 14). How he has acquired this statistical data is not re-
vealed; perhaps it comes from his personal impression after many years
of residence there. As I have pointed out in “Thackeray in Paris, 1829-
37: The Bohemian Years” (2018), he was once given to gambling and
drinking while he stayed in Paris and learned about the pleasures of
the metropolis from firsthand experience. He is probably talking of his
own experience when he asks such rhetorical questions as “What young
Englishman that visits it, but has not determined, in his heart, to have
a little share of the gaieties that go on” and “How many, when the hor-
rible gambling dens were open, did resist a sight of them” (OT 2, 14).
The main plot of “A Caution to Travellers” is a sort of extended ver-
sion of the Cartouche-Marquess case. One of the narrator’s friends
named Pogson, a merchant by trade and a great admirer of Byron’s Don
Juan, meets a fair lady on his way to Paris and makes an approach to
her in the guise of a captain; the lady introduces herself as baroness
and seems to encourage his courtship. On arriving in Paris, he is
shocked to learn that she is married, but her husband kindly accepts
him into his society. One night, however, Pogson joins a gambling party
with the baron’s friends and after excessive drinking finds himself heav-
ily in debt the next morning. He asks the narrator for help, and hears
from the latter’s friend the true identity of the baron and baroness. Ac-
cording to this gentleman of the world―the appropriately named Major
British―the baroness is actually a former actress on the Boulevard,
now a hooker on the road, always travelling between London and Paris
to catch a dupe and pull him into dishonest gambling: “she has hooked
ten men, in the course of the last two years, in this very way” (OT 2,
31). Major British adds one or two lessons for the reader as well as for
Pogson which sum up the theme of this tale and perhaps of the whole
volume of The Paris Sketch Book: “you pay richly for your swindling,
sir, by being swindled yourself” (OT 2, 32). This is the rule that per-
vades Thackeray’s Paris.
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The Paris Sketch Book contains another tale of gambling with a
much graver tone and outcome: “A Gambler’s Death.” It takes the form
of the author’s personal memories about one of his schoolmates at Char-
terhouse (in the text, simply “C―”), and the author takes the trouble to
insert a note to stress that the story is authentic. The narrative is in
fact less complicated and more concentrated than other tales, relating
the narrator’s tenuous relationship with Jack Attwood and the latter’s
tragic death. Jack, when the narrator knew him at C―, was “the most
dashing lad in the place” (OT 2, 115) and had been promised a fortune
from his father. He quit school around fifteen to join the army and a
few months later paid a visit to his old school to boast of his military
life. Some ten years after that, however, the narrator meets Jack by
chance in Paris, as the latter is now “a dark-looking, thick-set man, in a
greasy well-cut coat, with a shabby hat, cocked on one side of his dirty
face” (OT 2, 117). Jack tells him that his father died heavily in debt, far
from leaving him a fortune, and confides in him his plan, in earnest or
in jest, of “breaking all the play-banks in Europe” (OT 2, 118). The next
morning, the narrator finds a five-pound note missing from his purse
and an IOU inserted instead. This incident makes him sad, but to his
surprise Jack comes back with the news that he has made a fortune
overnight on the five-pound note that he “borrowed” from him. An ad-
dicted gambler, Jack keeps up this irregular lifestyle, sometimes well-off
and sometimes out of luck, until he is driven to suicide. The narrative is
concluded with the author’s visit to see Jack’s dead body and his atten-
dance at the burial.
If Thackeray’s other tales are playful caricatures on the theme of
swindles and cheats, this is a real-life version of a gambler’s fate. Gor-
don N. Ray notes “its anticipation of the bleakest naturalism” while he
admits that it “hardly rises as fiction above the level of unassimilated
anecdote” (464). Indeed, the narrator’s tone is consistently grave, and
his description of the room where Jack lies dead is precise and relent-
less:
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It was a little shabby room, with a few articles of ricketty furniture,
and a bed in an alcove; the light from the one window was falling
full upon the bed and the body.
Jack was dressed in a fine lawn shirt; he had kept it, poor fel-
low, to die in; for, in all his drawers and cupboards, there was not a
single article of clothing; he had pawned everything by which he
could raise a penny―desk, books, dressing-case, and clothes; and
not a single halfpenny was found in his possession.
He was lying as I have drawn him, one hand on his breast, the
other falling towards the ground. There was an expression of per-
fect calm on the face, and no mark of blood to stain the side to-
wards the light. On the other side, however, there was a great pool
of black blood, and in it the pistol; it looked more like a toy than a
weapon to take away the life of this vigorous young man. In his
forehead, at the side, was a small black wound; Jack’s life had
passed through it; it was little bigger than a mole. (OT 2, 123-24)
Thackeray hardly ever achieved such a disinterested precision in de-
scription before or after this story in his long career. So vivid and de-
tailed is this portrait of the dead gambler that one might fancy that the
author intended something more than a mere moral lesson. Perhaps, it
is a portrait of the artist in disguise and a variation of memento mori,
intended to both mourn for and warn against the dissipated life he
tended to follow while he stayed in Paris, reading in the day and gam-
bling at
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night. From this perspective, Jack does not lack an affinity to
the artistic lifestyle of 1830s Paris. Some time before his tragic death,
he “formed a whole host of friends”―“Fips, the barrister; heaven knows
what he was doing in Paris; and Gortz, the West Indian, who was there
on the same business, and Flapper, a medical student”―and they gath-
ered to hold a party (OT 2, 120). This circle of debauchees of miscellane-
ous origins and obscure occupations reflects the emerging culture of bo-
hemians. In the Paris of this period, a gambler was hardly distinguish-
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able from an artist, who was also subject to the fluctuation in the specu-
lative marketplace.
4. Artists as Bohemians
Thackeray’s Paris tales ranging from the chronicle of a rogue to the
tragedy of a gambler thus seem to converge on the theme of the artist.
As I argued in “Thackeray in Paris, 1829-36,” Thackeray was an artist
in the 1830s as well as an observer of the emerging culture of bohemi-
anism on both sides of the Seine. In The Paris Sketch Book, he devotes
the opening pages of his essay “On the French School of Painting” to de-
scribe this culture:
The life of the young artist here is the easiest, merriest, dirtiest ex-
istence possible. He comes to Paris, probably at sixteen, from his
province; his parents settle forty pounds a-year on him, and pay his
master; he establishes himself in the Pays Latin, or in the new
quarter of Nôtre Dame de Lorette (which is quite peopled with
painters); he arrives at his atelier at a tolerably early hour, and la-
bours among a score of companions as merry and poor as himself.
Each gentleman has his favourite tobacco-pipe; and the pictures are
painted in the midst of a cloud of smoke, and a din of puns and
choice French slang, and a roar of choruses, of which no one can
form an idea that has not been present at such an assembly. (OT 2,
43)
He goes on to describe the peculiar habitus of these artists: first, their
hair―“Some young men of genius have ringlets hanging over their
shoulders,” “some have straight locks, black, oily, and redundant; some
have toupées in the famous Louis-Philippe fashion; some are cropped
close; some have adopted the present mode” (OT 2, 43); next, their
beard―“all my friends, the artists, have beards who can raise them”
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(OT 2, 43); third, their caps―“Chinese caps, mandarin-caps, Greek skull
-caps, English jockey-caps, Russian or Kuzzilbash caps, Middle-age caps,
. . . Spanish nets, and striped worsted nightcaps” (OT 2, 44); fourth,
their nightlife―“how he passes his evenings, at what theatres, at what
guinguettes, in company with what seducing little milliner, there is no
need to say” (OT 2, 44); and finally their anti-bourgeois sentiment―
“from the height of their poverty they [the young artists] look down
upon him [the sober citizen] with the greatest imaginable scorn―a
scorn, I think, by which the citizen seems dazzled, for his respect for the
arts in intense” (OT 2,
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44). This “respect” among the citizens towards
the arts is, according to the author, lacking in England, and so he con-
cludes: “This country is surely the paradise of painters and penny-a-
liners” (OT 2, 45).
While the young artists who came to Paris enjoyed the free lifestyle
and gay company that would be associated with bohemianism in later
years, they were more often than not compelled to live in obscurity and
poverty. As I have summarized in “Thackeray in Paris, 1829-37,” the
artists in post-revolutionary Paris had lost the system of constant sup-
port by the aristocratic patrons and had been just thrown into the mar-
ketplace in which to earn their own living. How difficult for the artists
to prosper in this new condition would be fully documented in Murger’s
Scène de la vie de bohème (1849), but it was also well recognized by
Thackeray himself. In “On Men and Picture” (1841), he recollects the
case of an artist whom he first met in 1832, living then quite a reduced
life in Paris, and whose circumstances grew no better even after ten
years of hard work. Probably with this failed artist’s case in mind,
Thackeray sent a letter to an obscure artist in 1843 to warn him of the
difficulty of earning a living in Paris’s art world, saying, “The market at
Paris is stocked by thousands of artists . . . and copies of drawings are
done so plentifully and by such clever fellows, that you might go round
all the Drawing-shops and not sell one―A friend of mine who copied
with amazing dexterity made the attempt and could not get a two franc
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piece for the best of his performances” (Letters 2, 114-15). The problem
with the art market is, at least for those artists who fail in it, that it
does not always reward its participants properly; the price of a product
is determined by the logic of the market and not always in accordance
of its artistic value. The artist does not produce his goods to sell at fixed
prices but each time creates something new whose value is yet to be es-
tablished; it may sell at an enormous price or may not sell at all. The
artist therefore resembles a gambler, as far as his success depends on
fortune or the whimsical mood of the market, and sometimes has to be a
cheat to make sure of his success in the fluctuating wave of the art
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market.
Thackeray’s “The Painter’s Bargain” (1838), collected in The Paris
Sketch Book, is a tale about such an artist who falls into the trap of this
logic in the art world of contemporary Paris. The protagonist of the tale,
Simon Gambouge, is a portrait artist who makes a modest fortune with
his wife as a model for various subjects. But as his wife’s beauty wanes,
his business goes down and the couple have to live on pawns for a
while. One day, Simon hears the voice of the devil who approaches him
with the words: “You are a man of merit, and want money; you will
starve on your merit; you can only get money from me” (OT 2, 65). This
is too flattering an address from the devil for the self-confident and yet
unjustly neglected artist to resist. Simon signs a contract under the
agreement that the devil shall grant his wishes for seven years while he
shall sell his soul at the end of the term. He has had the devil’s own
luck since then, makes a fortune at a gamble, becomes a rich and moral
man, but gradually begins to regret the foul contract he made as the
end of the term approaches. After some negotiations with the devil, he
manages a narrow escape from his destined fate by offering to lend his
wife to the devil; at this request, the devil is led to break his promise on
his own accord, saying, “roast me on Lawrence’s gridiron, boil me in
holy water, but don’t ask that: don’t, don’t bid me live with Mrs. Gam-
bouge!” (OT 2, 74). With this desperate remark from the devil, Simon is
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brought back seven years to find himself awakened by his tipsy wife in
the morning. “‘I wish,’ said the poor fellow, rubbing his tingling cheeks,
‘that dreams were true;’ and he went to work again at his portrait” (OT
2, 77).
This comic tale ending with a bit of misogynistic twist is apparently
based on the peculiar condition in which obscure artists were placed in
post-revolutionary Paris; they suffered unjust neglect, which is attrib-
uted not so much to his lacking talent or effort as to the whimsical
mood of the art market, and dreamed of escaping it one way or another.
Simon’s complaint must have been shared by many artists in this pe-
riod, perhaps including Thackeray himself: “O miserable fate of genius! .
. . was I, a man of such commanding talents, born for this? to be bullied
by a fiend of a wife; to have my masterpieces neglected by the world, or
sold only for a few pieces? . . . Let me dig or steal, let me sell myself as
a soldier, or sell myself to the devil, I should not be more wretched than
I am now” (OT 2, 63-64). Here in the enormous gap between his self-
confidence and his present hardship lies the room for the devil to step
in. If many obscure artists sought escape from their wretched self-
consciousness in digging, stealing, and soldiering, Simon’s contract with
the devil may reflect these desperate means of escape. Simon’s prosper-
ous yet degenerate life under the contract with the devil indicates by al-
legory the amoral life of many young artists in despair in post-
revolutionary Paris, which was also documented by Théophile Gautier’s
partly realistic and partly fantastic tales in Les jeunes France: Romans
goguenards (1833). Compared with Gautier’s collection, Thackeray’s
Paris Sketch Book contains only a small quantity of realistic details of
contemporary artistic life, but if one may couple “The Painter’s Bargain”
with “A Gambler’s Death,” they reveal the author’s concern with the
artist’s fortune in post-revolutionary Paris: Simon’s comic dream and
Jack’s tragic end are both sides of the same coin. The Paris Thackeray
saw in his twenties was full of excitement and pleasure, temptations
and dangers, chances and desperation, and in total a paradise and pur-
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gatory for the aspirants for an artistic career. He valued the creative
power of the den of evils, and yet did not entirely agree with its morals.
5. Conclusion
As we have seen, Thackeray’s early Paris tales are inhabited by
criminals, rogues, swindlers, gamblers, dandies, and obscure artists, and
these figures are not distinct existences but ranged continuously along
the spectrum of human types. Louis Cartouche, for example, is not a
mere criminal but a sort of genius in the art of his own trade; Pogson in
“A Caution to Travellers” is a merchant in the guise of a military dandy
while the baron and baroness he meets on the way to Paris turn out to
be a swindler and a former actress who currently live off dupes on the
periphery of fashionable society; Jack Attwood in “A Gambler’s Death”
is an addicted gambler but also betrays his tendency to theft and bur-
glary; and Simon Gambouge in “The Painter’s Bargain” is an unhappy
artist turned into a successful gambler under the devil’s compact.
Thackeray himself was a devoted gambler as well as an art student in
Paris in the early to mid 1830s, and associated with many of these
sorts; when he once found himself duped by a pickpocket, he consulted
Eugène François Vidocq, then the Prefect of Police, whose fluctuating
fate from a great criminal to the first detective in Europe and the
author of Mémoires epitomizes post-revolutionary Paris where the law-
less easily mingled with the lawful.
In his presentation of such miscellaneous company in Paris, Thack-
eray’s viewpoint was closer to that of Karl Marx than of Henri Murger
who focused just on the harmless love romance of bohemian artists.
Marx saw the bohemian artists as part of a larger social category. In his
review of A. Chenu’s and Lucien de la Hodde’s books (1850), discussing
the active participants in the February Revolution of 1848, Marx casts
some light on the professional conspirators who hid themselves among
“that social category which in Paris is known as la boheme” (Marx, “Les
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Conspirateurs” n.p.). In The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte
(1852), discussing the components of Louis Bonaparte’s Society of 10 De-
cember, he is more specific in identifying the so-called bohemians:
From the aristocracy there were bankrupted roués of doubtful
means and dubious provenance, from the bourgeoisie there were de-
generate wastrels on the take, vagabonds, demobbed soldiers, dis-
charged convicts, runaway galley slaves, swindlers and cheats,
thugs, pickpockets, conjurers, card-sharps, pimps, brothel keepers,
porters, day-labourers, organ grinders, scrap dealers, knife grinders,
tinkers and beggars, in short, the whole amorphous, jumbled mass
of flotsam and jetsam that the French term bohemian ; from these
kindred spirits Bonaparte built up his Society of 10 December. (77-
78; emphasis added)
Although Marx is talking about the Paris of the late 1840s, his sinister
vision of Paris’s bohemia curiously coincides with the world depicted in
Thackeray’s Paris tales. Not that Thackeray was as keenly conscious of
the political implications of Paris’s bohemia, but his particular interest
in its suspicious inhabitants certainly came from his distance from and
antipathy to the well-off bourgeois who enjoyed a sober and secure life
without risks and thrills. Come to think of it, most of the main charac-
ters in Thackeray’s Paris tales are all outcasts of respectable society, re-
jecting or being rejected by the bourgeois laws; they earn their living
not by playing the roles assigned to them in the economic system of the
nation but by their individual talent and luck. They are not productive
in the normal sense of the word, as they do not sell useful products or
labour in the market, but they enjoy the freedom and creativity that
was ever lost to the bourgeois who had to obey the utilitarian principles.
In that sense, and in that sense alone, they could evoke a sense of nos-
talgia and suggest an alternative way of life which was associated with




1 I wish to thank Mark Donnellan for reading the draft and making a num-
ber of helpful suggestions.
2 For example, Watson Nicholson tackles this debate and concludes that
“without absolute proofs to the contrary, it does not seem over rash to assign
that burlesque to him [Thackeray]” (13). George Saintsbury, on the other hand,
excluded it from his edition of the Oxford Thackeray published in 1908, examin-
ing the debate and concluding that “I do not think it could be Thackeray”
(xxxviii).
3 Although Pantüćková does not specify the text, I presume that Thackeray
based his story mainly on Nodier’s account of Euloge Schneider’s life in the sec-
ond article of “Souvenirs et portraits de la révolution française” (Revue de Paris,
1829).
4 All quotations from Thackeray’s works are from the Oxford Thackeray
(OT), and after each quotation are indicated the volume and the page numbers.
5 In the introductory chapter of his study in the Newgate novel, Keith
Hollingsworth surveys how the spectacles of public executions in London brought
criminals into the spotlight and begot the boom of criminal heroes such as
Jonathan Wild and Jack Sheppard in the popular mind, especially in the eight-
eenth to early nineteenth century (3-17).
6 In The Romantic Agony, Mario Praz traces the genealogy of rebel-type he-
roes in the Romantic period, from Milton’s Satan as prototype through Schiller’s
robbers and Byron’s heroes to the scoundrels in Gothic fiction and the outlaw
characters in popular humanitarian novels, typically embodied in “a nobleman
with a dark past who devotes himself to a noble ideal, employs bandits as uncon-
scious instruments of justice, and dreams of perfecting the world by committing
crimes” (78).
7 Thackeray suggests in his footnote to this story (OT 2, 123 n) that it is
rooted in a fact; but Michael Flavin, considering the writer’s heavy involvement
in gambling in the early 1830s, appropriately suggests with some reservation
that his own experiences of gambling might have fed into the story (123).
8 For the eccentric clothing and appearance of the Romantic bohemians in
Paris, see Graña 73-74, in which Thackeray’s description of it is mentioned. For
their anti-bourgeois sentiment, see Graña’s whole discussion in the monograph
appropriately entitled Bohemian versus Bourgeois, and also Elizabeth Wilson’s
concise account: “Once the artist was identified as an antagonist of the dominant
groups in society he was transformed into a symbolic figure, who carried a
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weight of ideological meaning. He not only personified the changed and uncertain
status of art in the industrial age, but became the opponent of every aspect of
bourgeois society, and acted out a wholesale critique of the social, political and
moral values of modernity―or rather their absence” (18). For a detailed account
of French bohemia’s historical development in the Romantic period, see Easton.
9 Discussing the outcome of the new literary market system that emerged
in the Romantic period, Graña points out that it inevitably led to the precarious
condition of serious writers: “despite the amount of money spent for the purchase
of literary production, the life of the writer was seen more than ever as a drama
of cruel and erratic odds, leading in one direction to golden elegance and glory
and in the other to despair. Actually such a response was the psychological com-
panion to a cultural market which was in itself paradoxical. The means of re-
ward―circulation and money―had been standardized and so had some forms of
literature like the serial novel and the popular theater. Still, it was impossible
for all writers to relate to the market in the same way because so much of the se-
rious (or seriously intended) literature of the period was becoming increasingly
personal and diversified and had nothing for the predictable public, which sup-
ported pulp stories, light comedy, and the melodrama. And there was no market
large enough for the growing numbers of literary aspirants” (35). Graña further
argues that this condition turned the modern man of letters, “who is deeply self-
centered and self-sanctioned, but who is also dependent for success on the uncer-
tain verdict of the outside world,” into a peculiar mixture of angel and demon
(55).
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